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Iatroduction

Adul t educ;tion in the "information age® evokes imsges of
new found resources and delivery systems capable of bringing
the adult learner into the masinstream of —~ompetencies needed to
compete within the structure of late twentieth century culture.
An analysis of adult education movements in the early twentieth
- century might provide sobering evidence of the basic
ébnstraints within which all adult education programs find
themselves forced to operate. The southern literacy movement
of fers 8 case-in-point. From 1910~-1933 adult education programs
attempted to remove the "black stain® of illiteracy through
special schooling designed to meet the peculiar needs of
southern adults. Within the confines of cotton mills, urban
sé;tings, and particularly the rural agrarian South, the
southern literacy campaign labored with a maximum amount of
devotion and a minimum amount of resources necessary to
accomplish the objective of erradicating adult illiteracy. This
discussion sets forth the basic sssumptions, methods of
delivering educational services, and the parameters of
constraiant within which the southern literacy campaign
ope: ated. The assumptions and the constraints of the southeren
illi teracy campaign prove more relevant and timely to achieving
an understanding of the contemporary status of adult education
than what oné ﬁight want to believe. Stripped of modern
terminoclogy and technology, the contempoprary adul teducation

administrator and practitioner might find sigrificant lessons

-



for the late twentieth century. Particular serutiny will be
given to the Alabama literacy campaign and the ef.forts cf Clay
County, Alabama for illustrative, case-study purposes.

Contemporary literacy programs in Tennessee will be utilized

for comparative purposes.

Southern llljteracy:The Early Twentieth Century

Concern for the functionally illiterate adult and the
perceived needs of the out-of-school adult motivates educsators
to ameliorate the conditions which apparently blight
contemporary life. The early twentieth century, however,
exhibi ted substantial, if not staggering, adult illiteracy
rates far more debillitating than the deficiences perceivec in
the out-of-school adult population in the late twentieth
century. For persons ten years—of-~age or older, the total
southern illiteracy rate stood at 19.2% split between a 9.6%
white illiteracy and a 32.1% black illiferacy rate.(Bureau of

the Census, 1913)1

Insert Tavle 1 About Here

Average county illiteracy rates varied from a total illiteracy

of 10.4% for Kentucky to 34.3% for Louisiana. Regardless of
race, age proved t; bé an important variable in the distribtion ¥
of illiteracy. A simple rulez of thumb points to the obvicus: As

the age of the individual increased so did the likelihood of

illiteracy. Blacks fifty—-five yveare— of - age and clder
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entered life during slavery §nd passed their educational prime
when no educational services existed. The dqclining il11literacy
rates for descending age §roups suggests that educationél
services gradually increased after ;he Civil War. Given the
existing illiteracy rates fo} even the youngest age group,
however, the southern'Unttéd S;atés aﬁbéared to be an efficient
illigeracy mill capable of sustaining a high output. Adults
throughout the South stood in need of special educational
services if they ue?e to obtain the benef:ts of'iiteracy. Not
surprigingly, adult illiteracy became 609 focal point of
concern for educators wishing to bring the Sputh up to
standards equiveleét with thq)remainder of the United States.
Spurred by the 1910 census, southern states such as Kentucky,
Alabama, and s;uth Carolina undertook ambitious campaigns to
reduce illiteracy.’ | '
The Southern Literacy Cae -~‘an

The erradication of southarh.i*,xltoracy took the form of
special schools designed to tesch adults basic skills of
reading and writing. Adult schools ‘took the form of night
schools during the}roguiar schoo} year, cotton mill schools, or
intensive schools held during the summer lay-by season of late
July‘andﬁugust. Called Opportunity Schools, Lay-By, Moonlight,
or Old~Folks schools, the 1ntonsivo‘schooljng provided adults
with an opportunity  to develop_basicllttoracy skills, receive
enrichment ié heal th, agricultufa,hlstory and geography,home
economics as well as socialize with their peers.

Mrs. Cora Wilson Stewart, Superintendent of the Rowan

¥
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Count;, Kentucky school sysiem initiafed the first adult

illiteracy achools. Rowan County had "more than one thousand

adult illlterates...'(fosdick,19?2,p.?4).'Teachors adopted the
slogan “No illiterates in Rowan County® and agreed to teach a
night schools” for the benefit of all persons ‘between 18 and

100 years of age.’" Rowan County’s®” Moonlight Schools"® caugﬁt ’
the'attention of many educators. MWycliffe Rose,

Executive Secretary of the Southern Education Board , obs;rved:

“almost ®wverybody in the.couﬁty s&oms to be going to

school. In age they range from 18 to 86} whole families

are going to school-the youngof childr?n during the

day,,thé parents and older children at ngght. Not only

men and'women of matdre'years; but the aged have shown "{

a yearning for this opportunity to learng many of these

people are past sixty, a number are betwee? gseventy

and eighty...(Rose, Nofe 1) .

Not only were many adults going to school, they were also
making remarkable progress._N*thin s few ﬁonths of the
launching of Rowan County'i campaign one account stated:

Tﬁcy have largely decreased illiters;;>in the couqty and

have deﬁonstrated that illiteracy among the adult populatidﬁ

may be rapidly diminished; & number. of men and women,

after but tq;ﬁbqpks’ of instrucf!on, wrote the county

supérintendont a lettef, the first production of ;hét

nature in their lives...these could not read or Qritc a word

- P

before they entered the night schools.(Rose, Note 1)

More importantly, the fire was spreading to another county.

s



Rose concluded with an optimistic note: .

And as one thinks of all the inflammable material

throughout this Appalachian region and down to the

valleys to the sei, one asks, "Where willrit stop?’.

The public school is ﬁn the job in the mountains

of Kentucky. (Rose, Note 1) |
By 1913 Rose’s prophetic note seemed on the verge of becoming a
reality. Twenty-five Kentucky school systems established
moonlight schoals and in 1914 the Kentucky legislature created
the Kentucky Il1literacy Commission but provided no funding
until 1916. Other states also took up the illitearcy cause.
Twor states, Alabama and South Carolina, conducted particularly

vigorous illiteracy campaigns which merit closer scrutiny.

Ten years into the twentieth century Alabama illitefcy
mirrored that of the South with 22.9% of the total
population,9.9% of the white population, and 40.1% of the black
population classified és i;literate. The Alabama age structure
also reflected the same increase of illiteracy by age-grade as
did the South as a whole. Illiteracy, however, did not spread

jteself evenly throughout Alabama. Black illiteracy rates tended

‘to increase and white rates to decrease as the percentage of °

blacks within 8 county increased. Conversely, white illiteracy

rates tended to increase and black rates to decrease as the'

. percentage of whites within a codhty increased. Thus,

predominantiy black (86.0%) Lowndes County possessed a 3.7%



white {lliteracy rate and a 91.1% black illiteracy rate.
Predominantly white (90.3%) Jackson County possessed a 17.0%
white illiteracy rate and a 395.2% black illiteracy rate.
Integral to age and race st&od the variable of socio-~
economic status. "iven the overwhelmingly (88.6%) rural Alabama
population it would be reasonable to assu;e that farm tenancy,
and its corresponding socio—economic attributes,provides an
approp?iate varigblg. With some 56.1% of the average Alabama
county farm operators holding tenant status a large group
existed in a more precarious state of exisgence fhan did their
fellow operators who owned the land on which they worked.
Split between_gg,ox whi te tenanfs and 23.9% black tenants, the
internal distribution of farm tenants followed the pattern of
illiteracy. Counties!with a higher white illitercy rate tended
to have higher thte farm tenancy rates.‘Counties wi th higher
black illiteracy rates tended to have higher black farm tenancy
rates. Translated into statistical correlations the -
relationship between white illiteracy and qhite tenancy rates
(r=.80,7%=,64),black illiteracy and black farm tenancy
(r~.41,r2=.41), and total farm tenancy to total illiteracy
(rn.Ss,rzﬂ.SO) substantiate the occurence of rather systematic
;elationship (Bureau of the eensus,1913).2 The densely black
populace in }he Black Belt not only had a lower caste status

against which to contend, but the disabilities accompany. the

more intensely exploitive conditions of farm tenancy. MWhile it

s

certainly “"paid” to be white in such a system, it also

*paid"~~both black and white--to be free of the farm tenancy

,° 8
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Against such a backdrop ;f substantial illiteracy the
emergence of the Alabama illiteracy campaign makes sense.
Beginning'in 1913 the Alabama Illiteracy Commission began
efforts designed to reduce adult illiteracy within the state.

Established by Governor Char;gs Henderson on 9 February 191%,

the Commission received wide latitude to "Expend any funds® it

might receive. However, no funds "of any kind” were to come
"out of the State treasury.” Governor Henderson proclaimed 6
May 1913 as lll!terééy calling upon "every literate man, womsn,
and youth" to consecrate himself to the service of the state
and, aided by “the favorable guidance of Almighty God," helped
"wipe away the black stain” of illiteracy;thereby promoting

Al abama‘s 'industria;...officioncy.'(ﬁlasama Illiteracy
Commission, 1915,9.1;; References to "industrial efficiency"
suggest that the Alabama illiteracy campaign, like any
educational activity, contained assumptions about the purposes
to whick educgéion aimed aﬁd aréiculatcd the assumpti;ns in the
form of an ideology and rationale. Despi te the "call to arms®
which called upon "every literate man, voman, and child of
every station, community, or creed to consecrate himself to
this stupendous, though surmountable work® aslong with the
sssistance of "Almighty God,"” the ultimate aims related to the
perceived need to catapult Alsbama into the mains;roém of
technologically, industrially,commercially, agriculturally

efficient America. Not surprisingly, statements by the Alabama

State Department of Education (uhich absorbed the work of the
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Illiteracy Commission) claimed thats
If in addition to learning to read and write, and perform
operations in arithmetic, a person gains the power to
read a newspaper, a farm journal, and the Bible, and has
developed in him health and civie consciousnes;, he is
well on the way toward a normal life. (Alasbama State
Department of Education,1919,p.111).
Apparently, living a "normal life” fell outside the domain of
‘illiterates despite the normal condition which illiteracy
apparently typified for a large percent of southerners over the
years. Competing within the context of twentieth century
America, however, made it necessary for illiteracy to be
considered a debit, a blight, which must bé eliminated. .
Launching the Alabama Literacy Campaign resulted in the
creation of Opportunity Schools designed to provide adults with
an opportunity to develop basic readingﬁund writing skillg. ln“
order to bring about such schools the Alabama Il111 teracy
Commission initially relied on a vgrioty of fund raising
activities. Civic Organizations such as the Alabama Federation
of Women’s Clubs (AFWC),interested lay~- persons, &ond
sympathetic teachers cngaged.in button selling campaigns. The
button proclaimed "362,779 Jlliteracy in AlabamailLet’s Remove
It."Sellers of buttons received cards containing "printed
appeals in verse.” On one side the verse paid tribute to the

button seller.



JHE BUTTON SELLER
"Where are you going my pretty maid?*

|
"A button-selling,sir,” she said.

“What kinds of buttons, my pretty maid?"

/} .
'lllitg;acy buttons, of course," she said.

“
-
L}

"WHy do you sell them, my pretty maid?*

*For love of'my native ‘:ate,'she said.

"To whom do you sell them, my pretty maid?*

"One to you, I hope,®” she said. 2

"How much shall I pay you, my pretty maid?"

"As much as you possibly can,"she said.
on the reverse side, the verse appealed to the-
patriotism of the potential donor.

THE PRICE

How much do yo love your native State?
How much do you wish to make it great?
How much do you feel the weight of shame
That illiteracy should mar its fame?
How much-~count it up~-to the State do you owe
For your own schooling some time ago?
How much do you value your power to read?
How much of the "Golden Rule* is your creed?
fﬂlas! You are not a millionaire,
EBut pay wﬁat you can-its only fair

(Feagin,1918,pp.22-23).




In addition, the AFWC supplied a marching song "Alabama Aids
Her Own® sung to the tune of the "Battle Hymn of the Republic.®
Such doggeral helped build enthusiasm and raise funds for tpe'
Illiteracy Commission to print informational literature as well
as guidelines for téachers. The early button campaigns proved
disappofnting, however , netting only #32.10 in Uni;n Spring
. City campaign and ¢73.00 in fhe Autauga County campaign. Even
with the 1916 campaigns in Montgomery, Mobile, and Birminghams
raising a respective [},429.55, $1,143.81, and $2,414.26 funds
T " remained scarce, The limited funds help;d the Illiteracy |
Comissior‘\&\nploy a field agent to assist county school systems
to survey locallneeds, set up volunteer teacher Opportunity
Schools, and recruit potential students. (n addition, some
communities augmented their scarce funds by having teachers
"living around among them” during the school session
(Feagin,p.si). As a result, some two-thirds of Alabama
counties reported some Opportunity School effort during during
the 1913-16 initial year of effort., While white adults
received the first benefit of inwetruction, the involvement of

blacks soon followed.

Founded on volunteer labor and run on a sh&e~strin§, the
Alabama i{llitracy campaign required state funding and
bureaucratization if it were to mount a systematic effort.
Beginning in 1919 the Alabama legislature funded 7,300
annually to the State Department of Education for illiteracy
work (State of Alabama, 1915,p.805}. Ceasing to formally

exist, Jlliteracy Commission work fell under the domain of the

ERIC 012
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Digjston of Exceptional Education. The divi;ioﬁ‘!~charge lead
it to stimulate the continued operation of Opportunity Schools
wi thin countﬁ and cffy school'srstems. The 1920 Annual Repqrt
of the Alabama State Department of Education inéicgted that
sevent;en counties operated well~defined prégrams under the
supervision of an organizef with another fourteen counties.
having at least one or more Opportunity Schools taught, Some

2,940 adults split between 992 whites and 1,948 blacks received

Opportunity School instruction.

4

The pattern of Opportunity School funding and the
fesvlt}ngrcounty/city particination patterns evident after the.
introduction of state funding changed little throughout the
Al abama illitéracy campaign. Table 2 pointé‘to the instability
of Opportunity School participation rates. Consistency of
effort marked but a very few counties or cities
Significént‘variations occured as to individual counties;

participi:ion. Coosa County operated Opporiunity Schools in

. Insert Table 2 About Here

school years 1918-19,1922-28, and 1933-34. Bullock County
participated in 1919-24, 1928~31, and 1933~34. St. Clair County
participated in 1916-18, 1919-20,1923-25, and 1926-30(3). No
county operated Oppor~— tunity Schools in every year of the
1915-39 ttmoopcrtod. An increase in the snnual appropriation
to 12,300 in 1921, » tempo:ary épprobria- tion of #30,000 in

- \
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1927, and » Rosenwald Fund grant of %22,500 in 1930 could not
begin to provide resources necessary to achieve 100% |
participation. The onslaught of the depression and funding

!

cutbacks io $3,600 annually ensured a modest effort in the

early. 19309.

- L - Ly
. \
Clay County,Alabama provides more detailed insight into

the function of the Alabama illitoracy'campaign and the mannor
in which the Opportunity Schools functioned. Located in central

Alabama,Clay County operated Opportunity schools from 1925-34.

The major -thrust, however, declined after the 1930-31 school

year such that in 1934-35 only two white Opportunity Schools
operated. Black Opporxrunity Schoq}s'éoascd to exist after the
1927 iummer lay-by season. In 192%—27,countyfunds of some -
$1,200 constituted tre Clay County'contribution with the
remainder derived from funding prouide? by the State Department
of ucation Division of Exceptional Education. Table 3
inj:ghtes tho_offort to distribute Opportunity Schools
throughout Clay County such that a cross séction of the adult

black and white population could reach the Opportunity Schools.

From the combined county and state

’

Insert Table 3 About Here

[ ?

funds the teachsrs, county oiganizer, and other exponées found
their support. A county organizer traveled throughout Clay

County to develop interest in the Opportunity Schools.

12 14
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According to one informant the Jrganizor made Clay countians
fael quite special. The orgapizer indicated that Clay County 5
represented a special selection by the state to partfeipatqnin

an experimental programz Only four counties in the state had

LD L AR SN S |

i

been ;elected to participate in an experimental program
(Kennedy ,Note 2). Such promotional appeal ignored igﬂo;Ed the

fact that a majority of Alabama’s sixty—-seven counties had

DR RN N S

already participated in the Opportunity Schools to some extent.

The structure of the Opportunity School may be clearly

T ety L

seen in the memories of informants who attend the Mountain
Op?ortuﬁity School'duriqg the layjby season of 1927. Located in
southern Clay Ca&htb and named after Uncle Joe Mountain, the
Oppo}tunity School serviced a rural, whit2 population. During
the 1927 lay-by season some 101 adults attend the Mountain |
Opportuni ty School. Significantiy, many of the 101 adults did

not prove to be illiterates. Many literate adults

‘attended as the Opportuni ty School préuidod the only diversion

readily aQailable and affordable in the rural ares. Willie and

Lizzie Alford attended dbspito their well developed litorqcy

skille. Willie Alford subscribed to the Atlanta Constitution

and road it in its entirity over a period of years prior to
attending the Opportunity School. Grady and Edna Alford, Willie
and Lizzie Alford’s son and daughter—in-law, also attended in
order "to mess- around with their friends. J. B. Fuller
attende& in part because he szhed to brush up on ari thmetical
skills to better estimate the board feet contained in timber

logs.(Alford, Alford, Fuller, Note 3).

15
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During the six weeks, five days a week,four -hours per day
Opportunity School session the curriculum addressed itself to
litevacy and a considersable amount beyond litefacy. Two -
te?chers, M. G. Satterfield and J;N. Teal, taught the Mountaib
Opportunity School adults. 'Instruction eonsisiod of basic drill
to learn the alphabet aﬁd sound-letter relationships, writipg'

simple words and sentences, énd reading~§imple materials. Since

whd oy R e

the 101 adults i ncluded many literates, instruction also

s T

included basic arithmetic skills keyed-to problems related to

farming and lumbering. Teachers Satterfield and Teal divided

F IR

t?e‘adults into groups such that basic readi?g and writing.
skills could be taught to those true illiterat;s, while the
othere received further training in mathematics and
reading.Even history and éeography.made its way into tpe
Mountain Opportunity School curriculum. Grady Alford clearly
remembered learning about the Battle of Horseshoe Bend in
central Alasbama wheré *Andrew Jackson whuﬁped the Indians.”
Vera Thompson, a state oflﬁlabama home economics agent lived-in
with 8 local resident, Annie Maude Kennedy ,during the six weeks
such that the women in attendance could witness cooking demon~
strations and learn better nutrition (Kennedy, Note 4), Edna
Alford found such nutritional educétion useful as hef father
John »Spraybefyy suffered from pellegra due to an unbalanced
diet devoid of}ruits and vegetables. At the end of the six week
session, a8 full day of games and a picnic brought the entire
session to a lively climax; A tug-of-war, a sack race, an egg

race a spelling bee, and climbing a pole provided the adults

14
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with an opportunity to remember the Opportunity School in a
fond light.

Formal Cyrriculym Guidelines
Descriptions of the Mountain Opportunity School by

informants mesh with the formal guidelines for teachers of
Opportunity Schools published by the Alabama State Department ;
ongducat)on. While ﬁhe actual, point—-by—point delivery and

coverage varied from the officisl Oppor tunity School

guidolines; the'formal documents reflect the bgsic thrust

sought in the Alabama illiteracy campaign. Nhag Grady and Edna

Alford, J.B. Fuller, Willie and Lizzie Alford, and the

rehaining adults experienced readily fits the thrust of the

‘bureaucratic guidelines mandated to teachers Satterfield and

Teal from the State Department of Education in Montgomery.

The pgtions

ﬁggggg,published by the State Department of Education in
various editions for blacks and whites presented a logical
organization and content for instruction of adults. Lesson
materials forrreading, ari thmetic, spelling helps and word
1ists,‘language, qeography and government of Alabama, health,
writing, farming and homemakine all made their way into the
teacher guidelines. Legitimacy established i tself in the
introductory passages with official State Board of Education
comments, a rationale for Opportunity Schools, administration
qguidelines, a listing of content areas, agﬁ comments on

"methods of téaching reading.” The administration section

~included sub-sections on location, length of term, time of

operation, who may attend, teacners, reports, requisition for

pl

15
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state aid, and course of study (Alabama State Department of
Education, 1930 pp 1-2).

Given the *raison detre” of literacy for the Opportunity
Qchools the section on reading instruction merits initial
inspection. The basal readers, the'primafy'instructional
textbobks included the first, second, and third books of the
Country Lite Readers and the Bible Story Reader.
Additional‘reading came in the form of newspapers, Sunday School
literature, the nlabama Forest News, bulletins by the
Hetropolitan,yife Insurance Company, and a varietg ef public

signs. The public signs included a practical emph&bis upon

! : .
highway signs such as Danger, Dangerous Curve, Detour, Railroad

3

Crossing, Go Slow,'State Hi gtway Depértment, and Stop~Look~

flisten. \
\

An extensive arithmatic section §uen began with a
statement of aims not unlike thét common to contemporary
educational documents.

Aim: To teach fouf fundamental Drocesses,with whele numbers

and fractions.

To enable him to see the application of these processes

to the problems in his everyday life.

To enable him to formulate his own problems and solve

them thh accuracy and intelligence (Alabama State Depart-

ment of Education, 1930,pp.5-6).

Thus, lesson one could stress.counting from 1 to 100 as well as
practice with telephone, mail box, highway, and calendar

numbers. Lessons dealing with addition, subtraction,

ERIC 16 18



multi-lication, and division included practical prob}em solving
counterparts to the basic drill with practice exercises. As a
, result, a subraction lesson might include "A woman got a $10
bill for chooping colton. She bought'a dress for $8. How much
change should she receive?” Similar practical emphases occured
in lanquage lessons which stress thé writing of telegrams,
friendly letters, and business letters. Sections on 'Geog;aphy
and Goverﬁment,' *Health,"” and "Recreation, Farming, and
Homemak {ng®" all contained eqhally practical

content.Surprisingiy, the edition for teachers of blacks

contained a high degree of similarity in content.

Several observations germane to the Alabama illiteracy
campaign readily emerge from the available evidence. First,
the resources made available for the elimination of iliitéracy
never matched the magnitude of the task at hand. The 1920
Annual Report of the State Department of Education iﬁdicated
that Opportunity School effort expended a gotal of $35,784.10-~
including fundsqfrom all state and private sources—~to reach
992 whi te and 1,948 black adult students.(State of Alabama,
1920,pp.24-27). Given the 362,779 Alabama illiterates, fhe
Oppor tunity School target population fared poorly. The
temporary increase to a 30,000 annual appropriation and the
one—-time 22,500 Rosenwald Fund donation hardly constituted the
funding required to make a significantly larger impact. Even at
the "high-water” mark in 1930-31 with some 7?73 schools and

29,833 students involved, the effort fell far short of reaching

17

nmmp



-

the 251,095 listed in the 1930 census as still being illiterate
(State of Alabamsa, f4931,pp.392~83).Regardleés‘of the county
involved, the limited funding in no way allowed the .
IOpportunity Schools to reach more than a fraction of the
targeted population which the 1915 "call to arms”" sought to
eliminaté;

A second observation readily emerges from the first.
Tﬁroughout the Alabama illiteracy campaign the Opportunity
Schools broadened the;r focus beyond the primary cbjective of
reducing illiteracy. Given the "call to arms,* tHE,?army'

seeking to destroy the illiterate “enemy” violated basic

.
-

strategic and tactical military doctrine. An awareness of
Clausewi tz would suggest a ;eed to identify an objective, do
not attempt to obtain too many objectives, and commit

. .
sbfficient resources to achieving the carefully defined
objectives. The German campaign in Russia in 1941~42 offers
numerous examples~-the battles of enriclement, the drive on ‘"<f-
Hosco@'and S}alingrad——of a competent force attempting to achieve
too many objectives without devoting sufficient resources to
the objective. Given the primary objective, a massive
objective in its obn right, the limited financial and human
energies of the Alabama illiteracy campaign should have focused
upon the elimination of illiteracy. Secondary objectives such
as health, cleanliness, nutrition, history, geography, and‘
arithmetic merely drained ;he limited resources from focusing

upon the primary objective. The Mountain Opporiunity School in

Clay County provides a simple case~in-point.0f the 101 adults
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who attented in Summer, 1927 a large majority of the students
possessed literacy skills. Bru;hing~up or increasing their
reading and writing skills clesrlf\benefitted the likes of
Gr ady Alford. Likewise, Edna Alford learned receipes which she
uses nearly a half-century later. J. B. Fuller did benefit
from learning arithmeti~ skills needed in estimating the board
feet content of logs. Unlike illitérates Will Parish, John
Waldrip, and George James who learned the basic iiteracy skills
for which the illiteracy campaign obstensibly exisfod, the |
majority of financing for the Mountain Opportunity School
failed to address the primary objective of creating literacy
amongst illiteracy. Evidence of the dillution of_ the Alabam?
literacy campaign objectives emerges throughuut the Annual
Reports of the State Department of Education. The 1924
AnnualReport c;aimed 8@ total of 7,304 adults—--4,544 blacks and
2,960 whites~—enrolled in Qpportunity Schools byt only 1,444
fit the '{aught to read and write® category. Similarly, the
29,833 who attended Opportunity Schools duving the 1930-31
school year actually included 6,335 illiterates~-4,5?9 blacks
and 1,736 whxtes-~or a mere 21, 2% of the Opportunity School

. * . Ppopulation. 27 In sum, the scarce resources of the Alabama
1{teracy campaign failesd to reach the primary target audience.

‘”*Q\thjrd observation evolves from the adult constituency

which m;BQ\qp the target audie;ce of the illiteracy campaign.
Being adultimtge target audience fell outside the primary
domain of the Sgite‘oepartment of Education as well as the

county and city schoél\systems.ﬁiven their adult status bevond

~
~




i
‘-1”!
¥

the beek~anq-call of the elementary and secondary school
systems it proved necessary fo reach adults through publicity
genersted through the organizers employed by the county and
cit& school sys;ems. Such organizers travelled about the

county contacting adults to build interest in attending

Opportunity Schools as well as helping school officials

determine where Opportunity Schools should be offered. Adult.

learners, nowever, already lived lives of their own independent
of }he perceived needs of the eduéstional system and could nnt
be forced to attend. Nor cogld the limited publicizing efforts
generated by the county orgénizer ensure that every adult inew
éf the Opportunity School and its advantages éo them. Large
numbers of the target audience ea;ily slipped through the
limited informational network which sought ‘to inform them of
the program designed to eliminate their 'mslady.'lndeéh, the
literate audience which made up a’considerable portion of the
Opportuni ty School clientele possessed the rudimentary
educational threshold to respond confidently to the news of the
impending Oppoftunitg Schoolﬁ.QOne Autaugas County, Alabama
Opportuni ty School teacher reported that *One man who entered
five days before school closed, said one night,"] ain‘t sorry
but for one thing, I“m sorry 1 ain’t been coming all the time,
but I was just “shamed to come”"(Feagin,p.41). Realistically, a
substantial number of illiterates probably avoided attendance
despi te their feelings of need. The formal setting of
Oppbrtunity Schools, no matter the benigness of inten:, still .

posed a threat to those aware of their own ignorance.
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A fourth observation rests in the offort of the Alabama
literacy campaign to‘elicit support from outside the mainstream
educational community. The $22,500 contribution by the
Rosenwald fund represented 45% of the. Alabama state funding for
1930-31. Similarly, the South Carolina literacy campaign
utilized Rosenwald funds to temporarily strengthen its
Opportunity SQEool program. Such funds represented the growing
wealth of corporations to engage in "good works."®
Correspondence between South Caroliha literacy leader Wil Lou
Gray and Rosenwald fund administrators, reflect the corsorate
conhections to Sears—Roebuck. ijewise, prestigioug
organizations such as the ﬁlabamé Federation of Nomén’s Clubs
provided a great deal of support to the Opportunity School
nwovement. In South Carolina, clubwomen also found illiteracy
to be a favorite project to support. Such support prgved
immensely helpful to the scope of the literacy campaign in
Alabéma and throughout the South. Being significant in nature,
however, meant that state funding and the mainstream
educational priorities never really focused intently upon the
literacy campaign. Gambits by Wil Lou Gray of South Carolina
thrvatening her resignation as Director of Adult Education
provides extreme evidence of the lengths to which adult
educators might go to win a8 meager increasg in the commi tment
to fighting illiteracy. In Clay County and Chambers County,
Alabama,the references to the Opportunity Schools represent but
a small, passing fraction, of the business considered by the

Board of Education. No matter the urgency of the illiteracy
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problem, and the lip—;ervice paid to its significance,the
import of contributions made by interested third parties
exceeded the resources available within the scope of mainustream
elementary and secondary education, )
Finally, the literacy campaign “rode upon.}@e'backs' of
the e;?;tiﬁg school infrastructure. As the "poor relét{on'
9raffed ypon the school systems, the illiteracy campaign made
use of the school facilities, taachers, and administrative
personnel of the ¢ounty and city schools. Teachers such as
Satterfield and Teal in Clay County, Marie Coles in Chambers
County, and Jessie Lee Windham in Covipgton County, A{abama
taught Opportunity School adults as a/secondary function to
their primary school year roles as giassroom teachers., .
Superintendeﬁts, school boSrds, andxsupervisory personnel also
made administrative decision and carried out communication with
the State Department of Education in order for the Opportunity
Schools to exist. Such tasks,.however, came in additi~n to,
incidental to, the major funct{bns assigned them. Opportunity
Schools would fail to exist u{khout the cooperation of such
agencies and personnel. The sﬁme agencies and roles would have
existed without the Opportunity Schools. Within State
Departments of Education, very few positions depended upon the
existenﬁe bf the literacy cémpaign. In Alabama, the division
of Exceptional Educafion inéluded other mandates besides the
literacy campaign. In South Carolina, Wil Lou Gray’s position

as Director of Adult Education evolved from the desire

attract her particibation in the literacy campaign.
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Nevcrgheless,'Adult Education involéed programs beyond ther
extensive activities of the literacy work.

Realities, then, painted a mucH less rosy view of the
southern literacy campaign than did .the rhethoric which called
people to arms to march against the "stain’ amongst thg midst

of southerners. Limited resources, a massive task,

,proliferating objectives, and a secondary status within the

- }
existing bureaucracies which delivered its services all worked .

to limit the success of the southern illitevacy campaign. The
decline of southern illiteracy during 1910-33 represented other
factors ggch as increased schooling and attrition of
tlliterates through death. The primary objective of the
Opportunity Schools, the removal of illiteracy, took place
virtually Qithout an 1mpaét by the Opportunity Schools
themselves. Numerous successes occured on the individual level.
For a limited few, both black and white,the ability to read a
Bible,a newspaper, a (oad sign or to write one’s name marked

major triumphs from the condition of illiteracy. The fortunate

few, however, proved to be the minority.

Implications for Coptemporary Adult Eduycation
Constraints placed upon the southern literacy campsign
appea¥ to be somewhat "timeless" in nature. Contemporary adult

education geared to the adult learner "by-passed” in .the
existing eleamentary and secondary system still operates within
a cbntext analogous to that of the southern 1itorad& campaign.
Total illiteracy appears to be a relatively infrequent

occurence, but "functional illiteracy” rose up to take its
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Place as the incumbant malady inflicted upon millions of
adults. Adult basic education combined with a thrust to help ’
adults obtain a high school equivalency diploma address basic
problems of those adults lacking reading and writing skills
necessary to function in the contemporary market place. Prior
to entering the “"information society” and competing for any
"high tech® jobs of their ancillary spin-offs basic literacy
must be achieved. The 1930 census provided the last system;ic'
gathering of county illiteracy data as the illiteracy rate
declined to a point where it apparently did not exist with
sufficient magnitude to itemize. Educators, however, found
that ffunc;ional illitercy”® existed in its place. éQen with

mandatdry school attend)“' it became possible for a student to

escape the educational system with a reading level equivalent

to that of a second or third grade student. While some readlng )

can_ be done, there exist large gaps in word attack and
comprehension skills which make it difficul; or impossible to
function with a majority of the complex written messages
encountered by adults. |

Eliminating the malady of functioral illitéraéy brinéé
about a similar set of actions by educators in the 1980; as did
the task of eliminating illiteracy in the early 1900s. At the
same time, the constraints operating on addlt educators provide
a clear cas; of de jevu. The problems faced by the adult
literacy program'in Nashville, Tennessee seem redundant.
Accordingly, a headline in the Nashville, Tenressean for 28

March 1984 proclaimed "Adult Literacy Program Faces Serious
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Problems. The largest adult literacy arogram i?’Tennessee
desperately needed donatioﬁs due to. a projectodﬁshortfall of
fund;3 Sugsequontly, an 11 June 1984 Tenne@sean article
heraided "HCA,Nissan Giving $2,500 Each,Tﬁ Help Teach Reading
Adults.” |
««.Hospital Corporation of America and Nissan have
e | agreed to donate a total of $5,000 to the prograﬁ
s0 that its services may become availble to mo:;
of the 30,000 Nashvillisns considered functionally
illiterate, said Sharon Wood, coordinator ﬂof
Metro’s Adult Reading ﬁ}ogram. The program is
operated through the local school system.

*“There are - betueén 260,000 and ” 300,000
functionally ifi;torage people acro?s the : state,”
said Luke Easter, director of the statewide
Volunteer Literacy -Program. -

During the four -years of the Nashville
. Literacy Council‘s opetation, the - numser of
studehts partlcipating. has igcreased from 20 in
1980-81 to ﬁore than'120 last 9qer,'Easter said. ®
| The &ashville council is the fund raisi69~arm
! of the local Adult Readjng(Progfam, which began

‘receiving state money for reading materials and

the Eoordinatqr’g salary seven months ago, Easter

-
)

said.
...A8 part of a nationwide literacy push, Louis

Cherry Ice Cream has developed a Famous Amos
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" chocolate chip cookie ice cr @am which will be sold
through grocery stores, s;id Bob Kelley,sales
maﬁager for Moadqw Gold Ice Cream which will
distrihute the product locally.
Louis Cherry has Sgrégd to do~ate 1% of all
sales of the ice cream to the natiqnal,\Li eracy
Volunteers of America (Tennesséan, Uo.sé;No.aiz,p.l—b).
Thus, the progrém of adult literacy based upon one~to~one.teaching’ '
Qould receive a much needed boost from several sources. .9
Analysis of the problems faced by the Volunteer Literacy
-Pfogrim point to the same set of problems faced b, the

o

southern literacy movement. First, the scope of the problem far

‘- exceeds the the resources committed to the problem. The

Nashville budget of $8,000, the labor of volunteer teachers,
apd the corporate giving combine to reach a fraction of the
target audience of functional illiterates. If 120 adults
eliminated their functional illiteracy in 1983-84 (a 100%
success rate), thén 4% of the problem ceased to exist.
Assuming-éo new functional illiterates would enter the problem

L

pool, it would appear that attrition of functional illiteracy

&

. by death offers the only possible manner to remove the

functional illiterates from Nashville’s midst. The current pool
of 30,000 adults-would need to live for 250 years to become
literate under the éxisting Nashville program.

On a é;atewide basis the Nashville vo;unteer LLiteracy
Program received 5290,000 annually from the Tennessee T e

legislature for each of the last ghree years. Distributed
o

*
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throughout Tennessee school systems, the $290,000 works as
‘“seed money" to hglp school systems énd the local literacy
councils establish localzprogram;, recruit volunteers, and seek
private sector support. Clay ‘and Jackson counties in the Upper
Cumberland region of middle Tennesee utilize Job Training
Partnership Act (formerly CETA) funding to pay a coordinator ¢to
assist the prog;am (Easter ,Note 3). Given the most optimistic
assessments, Tennpessee effort falls short of the scope needed
te address fhe p{oblem. Adult Basic Education teaéhers in
Tennessee receive $10.00 per hbbr to teach those adults who
possess functional literacy. Given 40,000 volunteer hours
equated at $400,000 the total figure comes ;o $690,000 per
year. With 300,000 functional illiterates, $2.30 per
functional illiterste appears avaiiable for reaching the
problem. Even with JTPA funding and corporate.giving (figures
which are not available on a statewide basis) it seems urlikely
that ¢35.00 per capita could be available. Given the
'inefficiehcﬁ' of one-to-one instructional effort as opposed fq
delilvery of}instructional services in a class setting, the
task further rejuces the impact of actual and equated
resources.

A second element of commonality between the southern
li teracy campaign and contemporary efforts rests in the realm
of commitment, evangelistié zeal, and "good works." Governor
Char)es Henderson ~f Alabama launched t?e Alabama illiteracy

campaign with references to "Almighty God" and"consecration.”

Cora Wilson Stewart of Kertucky and Wil-Lou Gray of South
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‘ ¢
Carolina spoke and worked in terms of evangelistic zeal. Civic

organizations and churches m#do substantialcontributions as did
philanthropic efforts linked to corporations. In the

late twentieth century, the Nashville Literacy Program depends4
upon volunteers to teach the adults, additibnql corporations
sucﬁ as AVCO, Peterbilt, B. Dalton, and Genesco make
contributions, and churches such as West End United Methodist
Church also contribute (Woods,Note 6). 3illboards featuring
country music stars Johnny Cash and Roy Clark urge literates to
volunteer as adult reading teachers. cbuched in contemporary
language, the description of "beautiful, dedicated people*
which help make working with such a program "very gratifying®
reflect an evangelistic commitment similar to the early
twentieth century (Woods,Note 6). Belief; ¢ommitment,
evangelistic ieal prove necessary to take 6n an immense fask
w.th inadequate resources.

A third obseruatién points to the development of
guidelines and curriculum materials not unlike that of the
early twentieth century. The Nashville Adult Reading Program
utilizes a "Coping Skiils Inventory” '‘which includes items
designed to test.timeftelling,reading of help wanted
adverti;ements, bottle iabels, grocery récipts as well as road

signs. Instead of the Country Life Readers the‘contemporary
programs substitute their own adult oriented rcaQers such as
the Steck-Vaughn Adult Reading Series and the Laubauch Way to
Reading. Volunteer tutors also receive training designed to
help them understand tﬁe cau#es of illiteracy, characteristicse

K
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of aduft students, cﬁaracteriitics of successful tutors, and
methods of instruction based upon language experience, sfght
'words{ word patterns,and phonics (Metro Adult Reading
Program,n.d.). Late or early in the twentieth century
emphasis focuses upon a set of teaching materials and
fguidelines ‘dosigned to probid@ experienqulﬁgpcher or
volunteer with a rudimentary outline keyed t;’the perceived
nteds of adults at a level of comple#ity'su§ted to their skill
lqvels. Stoﬁ gigns in the 1920s and stop signs in the 1980s
suggest a timeless quality to the illiteracy problem a;d the
perce?ved needs of adults.

A fourth observation sugqgests the socio—economic overtones
of efforts designed fo reach adult illiterates. Like the
southern illiteracy campaign, contemporary efforts carry with'
them the desire for th&se more fortunate to engagé in "good
works.® The ﬂg;g;g;QL;L;ngf éo&keuille, Tennessee published
evidence of good works for the cause of “Promoting Literacy.*
Pictured with the Cookeville Mayor signing a8 proclomation for
Adult Literacy Day stood the superintendent of schools, the
director of adult education, the director of the éounty
library, the adult literacy co;rdinator, and a representative
of the Cookeville Junior Women’s Club. Adult literacy
rcgrosonts one major thrust of the Cookeville Junior Women’s
Club as they serve the Cookeville community with a variety of

service projects.'ﬁxisting on the fringes of the primar

mission of the Putnam County School system—~like the southern

literacy campaign before it-—the miniscule allocation of office

29

31

RS



B L~ S
TOIART

space and offjcial support hardly draih scarce resources while
previding active, well educated, mi&dle income organizations
opportunities for service (Spain, Note 7). Similarly, on the
national level, the Laubach programs utilize volunteers of
whom 96X are high school graduatesvand 53% college
gfaduates(ﬂuhter and Harman, 1979 p.61).

Finally, the end results for those fortunate few who
receive literacy traihing find their lives transformed. The
southern literacy camﬁaign fostered an abundénc& of euidéﬁce
that the ability to read a road sign,sign ; check, or read the
newspaper greatly enhanced oﬁe’s self concepi. Thus, numerous
letters, "testimonials,® became standard in the 1920s and
19309. Jes#ie Lee of Opp, Alabama saved the letters of her
adult studpnts who wrote to the superintendent thanking him for
the Opportunity School expé}jence.

Route 1
New Brockton, Ala

Aug.4, 1930

Dear Mr. Row Watson

We are in school to day and we sure do like school

just fine. We are learning just fine it seems as it is

" helping so many of us to learn how to read and write

until we wood be gléd for it to continue 30 more days

80 we could keep learning so I guess this is all, !

30 3 2 - - ‘ ' ‘-E



Yours truly as ever.

Mrs. 1da Johnson(lLee.Note 8)

Similarly, the Nashville Adult Literacy Council receives
testimonial letters designed to show the abilities and
gratitqde of tﬁose it serves. More than fifty years separate
the letters of thé adult student from Opp,Alabama and thé adul t
student from Nashville. However, the thrust remains identical. .

Dear Saron:

e I would like to say "Thank you"! The Adult Reading

Program is definitely a turning point in my life. ...
How can I describe, how it is to go thorugh life
avoiding reading? Its embarras;ing and Qumiliating
to be ask to read out loud. 1 attend é small country
church, one Sunday and was ask to read a few verses
out of the Bible. I decline. I didn’t want to hurt
myself any more...
...Soundidg out words is a favorite pases time of mine!
Its like I'm on a picnié of words, its so exciting!
Yes, this 34 year old lady has a loﬁg, long wa? to go.
I feel like a child just learning to walk. A little

unsure of myself,but wanting to run...

Sincerely,

Jeannic‘(wéods,Noto 9)
Gratitude for small favors marks the efforts to reach adult in
both points of the century. Whether suwch gratitude in fact

altered life at both points in time remains questionable. The

Kk
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ability to read a bible or read more confidently does not
necessarily translate into individuals ready to transform the
éﬁerging New South or become part of 'the.information age."
Achieving basic literacy still leaves the contemporary
adult with substantial educational hurdles before the world of
data processing, information storage and refrieual,word
processing and "high tech” variants thereof may be éccessed at
even entry level. Computer technologyrthrough the world of
Burger King, McDonald’s, or Wendy‘s counter work hardly
constitutes the'major strides implied by the lure of the
*information age."The major rewards stand substantially beyond
the domain of the n§w19 literate adult with the prospect of
substantial additional investments of energy and related
Q;riables in the offing. Clearly, basic literacy represents but
the initial halting steps toward the "information age" for |
those unfortunate enough to be bypassed in their original

encounters with the educational system.

Conclusion
Adult illiteracy remains a'problem in the last two decadgs
of the twentieth century. Compared to the early 1900s the
scope of the problem appears to be a minor irritant on the
cultural fabrié. Creating literate adults in the 1920s could
not integrate them into the emerging commevrcial, industrial
South with any degree of success. The resources allocated to
the task as;ured thc southern literacy campaign of but modest

achievements, most of which came in the form of simple
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pleasures and,sense of digni&y. Similarly, adult litefacy
programs in the late twentieth century exhibit the same
essential characteristics. Lﬂhiqed resources delivered with an
evangelistic zeal cannot bring a target population into the
“information age® much less universally guaranhtee aecessltq
posi tions at minimum wage. The sucesses within the context of
constraints do represent real achievements of worthy adults
helped by'dedicated professiohal and lay educators with a sense
of mission. Sadly, the needs of the target audience fail to
match with the willingness of the resource allocators to
address the problem as central to the mission of the
educational system. As a peripheral enterprise,lthe reduction
of adult illiteracy will remain in the last two decades of the
fwentieth century what it became in its first decades—-a lofty

goal beyond the grasp of those who sought to reach it.
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4 Table 1
AGE " STRUCTURE OF SOUTHERN ILLITERACY
1910

AGE TOTAL WHITE BLACK
10-14 12.3% 6.3% 22.0% -

' 13"24 14-1% 7-0% 25-9%

23~34 16.1% 8.2% 31.8%

: , 3344 20.2% 10.4% . 40.8%

55-64 32.1% ©18.7% 81.0%

L4 .

Sources Derived from the Bureau of the Census.
Th;rtggntn CONSU S 2 o 5 &

Nashxngton,AD‘C.x Government‘Printing Offxce,“1913.
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TABLE 2
OPPORTUNITY SCHOOL PARTICIPATION RATES
BY ALABAMA COUNTIES 1915-19395

Date  Counties Date Counties Date Counties
1915-i6 40 - 1922-23 24 1930-31 47
1916-17 4 1923-24 29 1931-32 26
1917-18 40 1924-25 13 1932-33 34
1918-19 9 1925-26 16 1933-34 46
1919-20 31 1926-27 19 1934-35 NA
1920-21 14 1929-30 36 o

Source: Derived from State Department of Education Annyal

Reports, 1915-36.
Note: Alabama consists of 67 counties.

o ——
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CLAY COUNTY, ALABAMA OPPORTUNITY SCHOOLS
SUMMER, 1926

TABLE 3

DISTRICT

SCHOOL, TEACHERS
[
Ashland 1 1
Lineville 3 1
Bethel 12 1
Corinth 23 1
Mountain 23 2
Mount Zion 40 4
Pinkneyville 42 1
New Prospect 79 1

RACE

Black
Black
Whi te
Whi te
Whi te
Whi te
Black
Whi te

Source: Clay County Board of Education.

Minytes of
the Clay County Board of Education., (Ashland,Ala-
bamg. 1226), p.122.
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Footnotes

1. Based upon 930 counties and representing an average
couﬁty rate. Texas, Oklahoma, Maryland, and West Virginia were

not ircluded in the pool of souther: counties.

2. Derived from the 1910 census utilizing the Stati-tical

ck for t ien .

3. Deriued‘}rom Annual Reports of the State Department of

Education 1918-1936.
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